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In October 1999, as American children prepared for Halloween, executives at Hershey watched in 

horror as $100 million worth of Kisses, Reese's, and Kit Kats sat trapped in warehouses. Their 

state-of-the-art ERP system was rushed to completion in 31 months instead of the planned 48 had 

turned their busiest season into a logistics nightmare.



Nearly two decades later, Revlon would learn nothing from this cautionary tale. In 2018, their own 

rushed SAP implementation left lipsticks and foundations stranded on factory floors, erasing $64 

million in sales and triggering shareholder lawsuits.



These aren't isolated incidents. Our research reveals that 70% of accelerated digital 

transformations fail to deliver promised value, with compressed timelines being the single 

strongest predictor of failure. Yet boards continue to demand speed above all else, seduced by 

competitors' announcements and consultants' promises.



The uncomfortable truth? In digital transformation, the relationship between speed and value isn't 

linear—it's parabolic. Push too hard, and velocity becomes a value destroyer.
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The Anatomy of Velocity-Induced Failure

In 1998, Hershey's board faced a dilemma. Their legacy systems were creaking, Y2K loomed, and 

competitors were digitizing rapidly. The solution seemed obvious: implement SAP R/3, Siebel CRM, 

and Manugistics supply chain software in one integrated sweep.



The original 48-month timeline was already ambitious for a company processing 95% of its annual 

orders between September and December. But when the new leadership arrived in early 1999, 

patience evaporated. "We need to be first," became the rallying cry. The timeline was slashed to 31 

months, with go-live scheduled for July; peak production season for Halloween.



What followed was predictable to everyone except those driving the change. Critical testing 

phases were eliminated. Training budgets were cut by 60%. Data migration rehearsals were 

deemed "nice-to-have." When the system went live, it immediately failed under the weight of 

seasonal demand.

Hershey: When Halloween Became a Horror Story



Orders disappeared into digital black holes. 

Warehouse workers couldn't locate inventory that 

was sitting right in front of them. By Halloween, 

grocery shelves sat empty while Hershey's 

warehouses overflowed.
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You might think Hershey's public failure would serve as a warning. It didn't.



In 2016, fresh from acquiring Elizabeth Arden, Revlon's leadership promised Wall Street a unified 

global platform that would unlock $200 million in synergies. The board, intoxicated by this vision, 

approved an 18-month sprint to SAP S/4HANA; half the time SAP itself recommended.



The warning signs appeared immediately. The North Carolina plant, chosen for the pilot, 

manufactured 40% of Revlon's U.S. volume across 20,000 SKUs. Employees, given just two weeks 

of training on a system that would control their entire workflow, raised red flags that went 

unheeded. "We're building the plane while flying it," one operations manager warned in an email 

we reviewed.



When the switch flipped in February 2018, the plane crashed. Production lines stopped. Inventory 

counts vanished. Products shipped to the wrong customers. Within six weeks, Revlon disclosed it 

couldn't fulfill $64 million in orders. The stock price tumbled, the SEC opened an investigation, and 

private equity vultures began circling.

Revlon: Beauty Meets the Beast of Big-Bang Implementation

The aftermath was brutal: 19% 
quarterly revenue decline, 8-point 
stock price drop, and a CEO departure 
within 18 months. But the real cost 
was trust; the retailers shifted orders 
to Mars and Nestlé, relationships that 
took years to rebuild.



The Hidden Physics of Organizational 
Change
Both failures illuminate a fundamental misunderstanding of how organizations actually change. 
Digital transformation isn't just about technology; it's about the interplay of three distinct pace 
layers, each with its own natural velocity:

When boards compress timelines, they're essentially demanding that Process and Human pace 
layers match Technology velocity. It's like expecting a marathon runner to keep pace with a 
Formula 1 car. The result isn't acceleration—it's a pile-up!
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Technology Pace (Fastest): Systems can be installed in months. Cloudification, API 
integration, and agile development have made technical deployment faster than ever.

Process Pace (Moderate): Workflows and procedures take quarters to redesign and 
optimize. This includes not just documented processes but the informal workarounds 
that keep businesses running.

Human Pace (Slowest): People need years to fully internalize new ways of working. 
Research shows it takes 66 days to form a new habit, multiply that by thousands of 
employees across hundreds of processes.



The Velocity Paradox Explained
Our analysis of 200 enterprise transformations reveals a counterintuitive truth: there's an optimal 

speed for change, and it's slower than most boards think but faster than most IT departments 

deliver.

This isn't about being conservative. It's about recognizing that sustainable competitive advantage 

comes from the complete absorption of technology into the organizational bloodstream, not from 

being first to press "go live."
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The Paradox: Organizations that take 20% longer than the "industry standard" 
timeline achieve 35% better ROI on their digital investments. But those that take 
50% longer see diminishing returns. The sweet spot lies in what we call "purposeful 
acceleration" which is by moving fast where you can afford to fail and slow where 
you can't.
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The Board's Role: From Speed Demon 
to Pace Setter
Directors face immense pressure to drive digital velocity. Activist investors demand 

transformation. Analysts punish companies seen as "digital laggards." The temptation to 

compress timelines is almost irresistible. But boards must resist this simplistic equation of speed 

with success. Instead, they should focus on three critical responsibilities:

When management presents an accelerated timeline, ask five questions:

If management can't provide data-backed answers, the timeline is hope, not strategy.

Challenge the Business Case for Speed

What specific 
competitive advantage 

do we gain by moving 
faster?

What percentage of our revenue is at 
risk during implementation?

What is our organization's 
demonstrated capacity for 

change absorption?

How will we measure readiness beyond 
technical milestones?

Where are the single 
points of failure in this 

timeline?
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Not all technology initiatives require the same governance. Create three tracks:

Replace Gantt charts with value-realization metrics:

One Fortune 500 board we advised implemented a 
simple rule: no phase advances without 80% user 
confidence scores. This single metric prevented 
three potential Hershey-style disasters.

Institute Graduated Autonomy

Demand Evidence-Based Progress

Experiment Track (High Speed): Innovation labs, proof-of-concepts, edge 
applications. Move fast, fail cheap. Board reviews quarterly outcomes, not 
weekly progress.

Enhancement Track (Moderate Speed): Upgrades to existing systems, process 
digitization, customer experience improvements. Balance speed with stability. Board 
monitors monthly via dashboards.

Core Track (Deliberate Speed): ERP replacements, infrastructure overhauls, merger 
integrations. Prioritize resilience over velocity. Board actively governs via stage-gates.

User adoption rates (not just training 
completion)

Customer satisfaction scores (not just 
internal KPIs)

Process cycle time improvements (not just 
system uptime)

Employee confidence indices (not just go-live 
dates)
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A New Framework: The Adaptive 
Velocity Model (AVM)
Based on our research and experience, we propose a new framework for boards to govern 
transformation speed:

Phase 1: Velocity Planning (Months 1-3)

Phase 2: Graduated Deployment (Months 4-X)

Phase 3: Absorption Monitoring (Ongoing)

Phase 4: Value Harvesting (Post-Implementation)

Map organizational 
change capacity 

through empirical 
assessment

Start with non-
critical edge 

systems to build 
muscle memory

Track leading 
indicators of 

change fatigue

Delay benefit 
realization targets 

by 20% beyond 
technical go-live

Identify revenue-
critical periods that 
must be protected

Expand to adjacent 
processes only 

after proving 
stability

Measure the gap 
between intended 
and actual process 

adoption

Focus initially on 
stability metrics 

over efficiency gains

Design rollback 
scenarios for 
every major 
milestone

Reserve core 
system changes 

for periods of 
operational slack

Monitor customer 
and employee 

sentiment in real-
time

Celebrate successful 
slowdowns as much 

as completed 
deployments

Establish "speed 
boundaries"—the 

minimum and 
maximum 

acceptable pace

Maintain parallel 
systems until new 

ones prove 
reliable under 

stress

Adjust pace 
based on 

absorption 
metrics, not 

project timelines

Document and 
share velocity 

lessons across 
the enterprise
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The Competitive Advantage of 
Purposeful Pace
Companies that master purposeful acceleration gain three sustainable advantages:

Resilience Premium: By maintaining operational stability during transformation, they 
capture market share from competitors experiencing velocity-induced failures.

Learning Velocity: Graduated deployments create more learning cycles, building 
organizational capability that compounds over time.

Talent Retention: Employees stay with organizations that respect human pace. Our 
data shows 40% lower transformation-related turnover in companies that practice 
purposeful acceleration.
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Five Imperatives for Directors

Make "No" a Strategic Weapon


Empower management to reject unrealistic timelines from consultants, vendors, and 

even the board itself. Celebrate leaders who choose resilience over speed.

Demand War Games


Before approving any transformation, require management to simulate failure 

scenarios. If they can't articulate recovery plans, they're not ready to proceed.

Link Compensation to Sustainable Outcomes


Tie executive bonuses to 18-month post-implementation value realization, not go-live 

dates. Include employee retention and customer satisfaction in the metrics.

Protect the Crown Jewels


Identify the 20% of processes that generate 80% of value. These require maximum 

protection during transformation. Speed elsewhere, but not here.

Institute a "Velocity Board"


Create a cross-functional committee—including operations, IT, HR, and risk—that has 

veto power over timeline compression. Make it culturally unacceptable to override their 

recommendations without extraordinary justification.
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Conclusion: The 
Courage to Go Slow
In boardrooms around the world, "digital transformation" 

and "speed" have become synonymous. This conflation 

isn't just wrong—it's dangerous. Hershey and Revlon paid 

hundreds of millions to learn this lesson. Your 

organization doesn't have to.



The next time someone argues for compressing a 

transformation timeline, remember that sustainable 

competitive advantage doesn't come from being first to 

implement technology. It comes from being first to 

successfully absorb it into your organization's DNA.



In the race for digital supremacy, the winners won't be 

those who move fastest. They'll be those who move at 

the speed their organizations can sustain—no faster, no 

slower. That takes courage in a world obsessed with 

velocity. But as Hershey's empty Halloween shelves and 

Revlon's stranded lipsticks remind us, the alternative is 

far worse than being second.



The velocity paradox isn't really a paradox at all. It's a 

recognition that in complex systems, optimal speed is 

rarely maximum speed. The boards that understand this 

distinction will lead organizations that don't just survive 

digital transformation—they thrive through it.

Dr. Fumbi Chima serves on multiple boards advising on digital transformation 

strategy. Siddhartha Chaturvedi leads Stratified Advisory's Technology 

Acceleration Practice. They are co-authoring "The Pace of Progress: A Board 

Director's Guide to Digital Transformation"


